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How did the study come about?
The Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam (LASA)
was initiated by the Dutch Ministry of Welfare,
Health and Culture (currently Ministry of Health,
Welfare and Sports). By the end of the 1980s, minis-
try officials recognized that ageing would be a major
demographic driving force, shaping the need for
health care in the Dutch population in the near
future. Therefore, they became increasingly interested
in the process of ageing and ageing-related determin-
ants of health-care use, and wanted to develop poli-
cies for older people in The Netherlands who were in
need of extra care and support. Maintaining inde-
pendent functioning, quality of life and participation
of older people were recognized to be major chal-
lenges for Dutch society. Multi-disciplinary and longi-
tudinal scientific research was considered to be
needed to inform the ministry’s policy and monitor
functioning and well-being of older Dutch people,
leading to the start of the LASA study in 1991.
The study was designed by researchers from the VU
University and VU University Medical Center in
Amsterdam, in a close collaboration between social
and biomedical scientists. This collaboration ensured
a thoroughly multi-disciplinary approach fitting the
scope of the intended focus of LASA.
What does the study cover?
The primary aim of LASA has been to study the de-
terminants, trajectories and consequences of physical,
cognitive, emotional and social functioning in relation
to ageing. The following research questions were cen-
tral to the general LASA framework at the outset.1
 Which changes over time take place in the physic-
al, cognitive, emotional and social components of
functioning in older persons?
 Which predictors of change can be recognized in
these components of functioning?
 How are changes in the four components of func-
tioning interrelated?
 What are the consequences of changes in func-
tioning in terms of contributions to society,
the necessity of adjustment, and the need for
care?
Who is in the sample, how long
have they been followed and
what is attrition like?
The LASA cohort is based on a nationally representa-
tive sample of older adults aged 55–85 years (years of
birth 1908–37), based in three geographic regions in
The Netherlands. These three regions were selected so
that an optimal representation of the older Dutch
population would be achieved, with respondents
from the protestant north, the catholic south and
secular parts of The Netherlands and from both urba-
nized and rural areas within each of these regions.
The sample is used in two studies: first the NESTOR
study on Living Arrangements and Social Networks
(LSN) of older adults,2 and second LASA. The
sample was recruited from municipal registries in
1992, with an oversampling of older people and
older men in particular. The initial response rate
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[calculated following guidelines from the American
Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR3)]
is 60% (n¼ 3805), and the cooperation rate is 62%.
The response rate is defined here as the number of
complete and partial interviews with persons divided
by the total number of eligible persons in the sample
plus a fraction of those persons who were in the
sample but of whom eligibility could not be deter-
mined. The cooperation rate is defined as the propor-
tion of completed interviews in the number of
contacted eligible persons.
On average, 11 months after the LSN interview
(Wave A), the participants were approached to par-
ticipate in the first LASA cycle (Wave B), with a re-
sponse rate of 85% and a cooperation rate of 89%.
Since the 1992 LSN interview, there have been six
LASA cycles to date (Table 1). At the sixth cycle
(LASA Wave G), a total of 985 respondents of the
original sample had been retained.
An additional cohort was recruited from the same
sampling frame in 2002/2003, exactly 10 years after
the first LASA cycle of the original cohort, so that
differences between cohorts in physical, cognitive,
emotional and social components of functioning
could be studied. This new cohort consisted of 1002
men and women who were born between 1938 and
1947 (initial response rate was 55%; cooperation rate
was 62%). In the subsequent observation cycles, re-
spondents from this new cohort were combined with
those from the original one. At Wave G, data on a
total of 833 respondents from the new cohort had
been obtained.
A specific concern for studies on ageing is that at-
trition is considerable. Therefore, men and the oldest
participants were oversampled in LASA to ensure that
there would be reasonable numbers of very old men,
even after long periods of follow-up. Attrition in
LASA can be attributed for the largest part to mortal-
ity, and to lesser extent to refusal, or other reasons. In
LASA, the share of other causes than mortality [frailty
(¼ineligible), refusal, no contact] to total attrition is
limited (Table 2 and Figure 1). Even though attrition
due to mortality does not necessarily influence the
representativeness of the sample because high mortal-
ity is characteristic of older populations, attrition due
to mortality is related to specific sample characteris-
tics and may bias estimates of longitudinal relation-
ships between variables. As shown in Table 2,
attrition in LASA is associated with predictors and
outcomes of interest to our research. Therefore, an
important challenge will be to employ either multiple
imputation or perform advanced statistical analyses
capable of handling missing data without introducing
bias in longitudinal analysis.
Because LASA has had several side studies among a
selection of its participants in-between the regular
measurement waves, we had some concern about
the potential effects of these studies on participation
in future cycles. However, even though participation
in one or more of these side studies must have been
burdensome to participants, we did not find indica-
tions that this has led to increased drop-out later on
during follow-up by those who were included in
them.4 Participants in side studies were less likely
to refuse participation later on when approached for
participation in the main study.
What has been measured?
Measurements are performed by trained interviewers
who visit respondents at home. On average, this inter-
view takes 1 h 45 min to complete. To obtain addition-
al data, respondents are asked to fill out a written
questionnaire separately, which is left at the respond-
ent’s home after the visit. During the main interview
respondents are asked to participate in a subsequent
medical interview. After consent, a separate visit is
made to administer clinical measurements and ask
additional questions.
Table 3 gives an overview of measures that are
included in the study. It includes the measures that
we consider to be our core indicators of functioning
and which are part of each or most measurement
cycle(s). We have taken care to include informative
measures of functioning for each of the four function-
ing domains that are central in the study and to pair
objective with subjective measures of functioning as
much as possible. More detailed information about
many of our measurements can be obtained from
our web site: www.lasa-vu.nl.
Several side studies have been performed among a
selection of LASA participants when data from the
regular measurement cycles were insufficient or
lacked detail to answer specific research questions.
For example, a selection of respondents (n¼ 277)
have been followed more regularly across a span of
6 years because 3-yearly intervals were deemed too
long to capture the natural course of depression.5 In
addition to 5-monthly measurements of depressive
symptoms with the Center for Epidemiologic Studies
Depression Scale,6 these respondents were also sub-
jected to a diagnostic interview once every 3 years.
Some other side studies among selections of partici-
pants focused on a diversity of issues, i.e. the struc-
ture and function of the social network and their
network members; adaptation to widowhood in
widowed participants; precursors and consequences
of (recurrent) falling; God image; lifestyle factors
such as physical activity, sports and diet; and end of
life.
What has the study found?
Over 300 international scientific publications have ap-
peared based on LASA data, encompassing a broad
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range of subtopics. A full list of publications can be
found on our web site (www.lasa-vu.nl). Here, we
discuss a selection of the findings from the four
focus domains that LASA was set out to cover: (i)
physical functioning; (ii) cognitive functioning; (iii)
emotional functioning; and (iv) social functioning.
Physical functioning
Our research on physical functioning is broad and
covers a range of health outcomes, as well as earlier
stage risk markers, including but not limited to nu-
tritional status, body composition and lifestyle factors.
While it is impossible to give a detailed overview of
the results from this programme, some key areas can
be highlighted.
Researchers in our group have investigated risk fac-
tors for osteoporotic fractures, a common source of
increased morbidity and mortality in old age.7,8 They
identified that, among others, homocysteine levels9
and vitamin D-deficiency10 were independent risk fac-
tors for osteoporotic fractures. Moreover, the role of
vitamin D has been assessed in relation to other in-
dicators of physical functioning, including factors
underlying fractures such as bone mineral density,11
as well as sarcopenia12 and overall physical perform-
ance,13 confirming that vitamin D status is implicated
in much musculoskeletal morbidity in old age, and
identifying threshold levels of vitamin D at which
intervention is warranted.
Frailty is a concept stemming from geriatrics that
represents a lack of reserve functional capacity
which makes people vulnerable to all manner of en-
vironmental insults.14 Frailty usually encompasses
low physical activity, weight loss or underweight,
weakness (e.g. in arms or legs) and often also either
slowness, or problems with memory and attention, or
reduced vision or hearing. Studies on frailty in LASA
demonstrated that frailty predicted declines in phys-
ical functioning, adjusted for the effect of chronic
diseases, and predicted mortality,15 adjusted for the
effect of chronic diseases and disability.16 These re-
sults indicate that frailty is a relevant geriatric syn-
drome that captures elements of functioning that
other well-known measures of morbidity, including
measures of functional limitations or Activities of
Daily Living, do not.
Cognitive functioning
Cognitive functioning is known to decline with age,
but it is difficult to differentiate between ‘normal’
cognitive decline and cognitive decline as a conse-
quence of pathological processes such as dementia.
Data from LASA respondents demonstrate that 18%
of older persons experienced a decline in cognitive
functioning (measured by the Mini Mental State
Examination) during the first 3 years of follow-up.17
However, in a large number of persons experiencing
decline, the decline was only temporary and
First cohort LSN; 
1991/1992; 
n=3805 
LASA cycle 1; 
1992/1993; 
n=3107 (81.7%) 
LASA cycle 2; 
1995/1996; 
n=2545 (66.9%) 
LASA cycle 3; 
1998/1999; 
n=2076 (54.6%) 
LASA Cycle 4; 
2001/2002; 
N=1,691 (44.4%) 
LASA cycle 5; 
2005/2006; 
n=1257 (33.0%) 
LASA cycle 6; 
2008/2009; 
n=985 (25.9%)
124 died;  
134 ineligible;  
394 refused;  
46 no contact  
416 died;  
38 ineligible;  
90 refused;  
18 no contact 
343 died;  
43 ineligible;  
70 refused;  
13 no contact  
289 died;  
31 ineligible;  
62 refused;  
3 no contact  
353 died; 
18 ineligible; 
46 refused; 
17 no contact  
214 died; 
23 ineligible; 
31 refused; 
4 no contact 
L S  cycle 4; 
2001/2002; 
n=1691 (44.4 ) 
Second cohort 
LASA cycle 1; 
2002/2003; 
n=1002
LASA cycle 2; 
2005/2006; 
n=908 (90.6%) 
LASA cycle 3; 
2008/2009; 
n=833 (83.1%) 
23 died; 
10 ineligible; 
42 refused; 
19 no contact  
28 died; 
5 ineligible; 
39 refused; 
3 no contact 
Figure 1 Survival and participation in the LASA study
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subsequent improvement or stability in cognitive
functioning was observed (49% of those experiencing
decline in the first 3 years of follow-up). Older age,
memory complaints and incidence of cardiovascular
disease during follow-up predicted further deterior-
ation of cognitive functioning. A remarkable finding
was that memory decline during the 6 years of
follow-up was predicted by loss of a spouse.18
Emotional functioning
LASA researchers have had a special interest in the
course and outcomes of depressive and anxiety prob-
lems over time. They found strong prospective effects
of anxiety and depression on wellbeing, functioning,
morbidity, mortality and use of care, after adjustment
for confounders.5,19,20 Because effective prevention
and treatment interventions are available for both
anxiety and depression in old age, these studies pro-
vided invaluable information for policy and practice of
care. The repeated measurement of personality char-
acteristics is another quite unique feature of LASA.
Neuroticism was shown to remain stable up until
old age and to have both an important and unique
impact on quality of life.21
Social functioning
A lot of research using LASA has focussed on the
characteristics of social functioning in relation to
health or social change. Social integration of older
adults in society is seen as an indicator of successful
ageing.22 Core indicators of social functioning in
LASA are loneliness and social networks. LASA re-
searchers have investigated potential determinants of
loneliness, including but not limited to: self-assessed
health, own and spousal disability, residential care,
partner status and network size.23,24 Respondents
generally became more lonely during follow-up,
where the highest increases were observed in the
oldest respondents, in those who were initially
healthy but experienced declines in health, and in
those who had a partner, suggesting that partner re-
lationships might not offer the same kind of protec-
tion against loneliness at advanced ages as it does
earlier in the life course.23
LASA includes rich information about the family
and personal networks of its respondents. Members
of respondents’ networks are identified in seven do-
mains: household members, children and their part-
ners, other family members, neighbours, members of
organizations, contacts through work and others.
Several characteristics of each of the contacts are as-
sessed. For example, all children are identified by
their name and basic demographic data on the chil-
dren like partner, parental status, employment and
relational data such as travelling time, contact fre-
quency and support exchange are available. It is
demonstrated that children’s structural circumstances
(e.g. being employed, having young children) are less
important in supporting their parents than theT
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process of reciprocal supportive exchanges.24 Results,
furthermore, indicate that many complex step-family
structures exist, which might have consequences for
care in later life.25 The widely varying patterns of
losses and gains in personal relationships among the
respondents squares with a focus on the heterogeneity
of developments among ageing people. Furthermore,
the instability of the network composition (e.g. one
neighbour is replaced by another neighbour) reflects
natural circulation in the membership of networks.26
Higher age of the respondents was associated with an
increase in the number of family members in the per-
sonal network.27 It was shown that cognitive and
physical decline are important determinants of
changes in the personal network, but predicting dif-
ferent types of change. Physical decline was asso-
ciated with a replacement of friends and neighbours
by family members, whereas cognitive decline was
associated with losses of friends and neighbours
who were not replaced by family members.28
Because increased need and use of care correlate
with ageing, LASA incorporates broad data on care.
Among others, we ask respondents if they receive
support with instrumental daily activities such as
with shopping and preparing meals, and, if so, from
whom. We ask about received support with personal
care (e.g. washing and clothing), and we assess
received medical and social care, including institution
residency. Recently, researchers from our group inves-
tigated utilization of acute and long-term care in the
last year of life and observed some differences
between socioeconomic groups in utilization. People
with a higher level of education were more likely to
have had contact with medical specialists. Those with
a lower income were more likely to live in a care in-
stitution than their counterparts with higher
incomes.29
What are the main strengths and
weaknesses of the study?
LASA’s main strengths include: (i) its multidisciplin-
ary approach of combining high-quality data on four
domains of functioning that we know are interrelated,
share part of their aetiology and influence one an-
other; (ii) its follow-up of almost 20 years, which
allows investigating long-term trajectories of change
in functioning; and (iii) the cohort-sequential design
that allows testing trends in functioning between co-
horts. During the almost two decades since its con-
ception, LASA has well served the purpose of creating
a scientific knowledge base for informing government
policy, and becoming a national and international
resource for fundamental research on ageing.
There are points for improvement as well. For in-
stance, novel techniques of measuring key variables
have been developed and there is some friction be-
tween keeping up with these improvements on the
one hand and the need to continually measure the
same objective and subjective constructs that were
used from the beginning on the other. Another limi-
tation is that intervals of 3 years between measure-
ment waves are sometimes too long for trajectories of
functional decline to be identified, especially
end-of-life trajectories. Finally, there is a trade-off be-
tween the breadth of measures included in the study,
spanning the four domains of functioning, and the
ability to study trajectories in detail.
Can I get hold of the data? Where
can I find out more?
Rich data have been gathered within the LASA frame-
work that may provide answers to hundreds of re-
search questions that cannot all be analysed by the
LASA research group alone. This is why we have
shared data and are happy to share data with inter-
ested researchers who want to study research ques-
tions on ageing-related issues. Data sharing for
replication analyses is good scientific practice30 and
the LASA team wholeheartedly endorses initiatives
like the Integrative Analysis of Longitudinal Studies
on Aging (IALSA) and participates in it.31 We invite
colleagues to find out if LASA data can help them
answer their research questions. Contact information
can be found at the study website: www.lasa-vu.nl.
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